
COLD  HEALTH  AND SAFETY  
MICHIGAN WINTER WEATHER   

This fact sheet explains some of the health risks associated with cold weather and ways you can protect 
yourself and your family. Read on to learn about hypothermia, frostbite, carbon monoxide poisoning, and falls. 

Health Risks of Cold Weather 
Hypothermia is a sickness that can happen when your body loses heat faster than it can produce it. Your body 
temperature drops so low that your body loses the ability to function. People are at risk of hypothermia in very 
cold weather, or even in cool weather if their skin is wet from water or sweating. 

Signs of hypothermia include shivering, slurred speech, confusion, fumbling hands, sleepiness, and 
unconsciousness. Babies look bright red or have very cold skin. They may seem lifeless or very sleepy. 

Frostbite is a type of injury that is caused when skin freezes because it is exposed to extremely cold 
temperatures. Frostbite can cause permanent damage to the body. In severe cases, the skin tissue may be so 
damaged that the affected body part needs to be removed (amputated). 

Stages of Frostbite  

Healthy Skin  

Frostnip:  Mild frostbite.  
Skin may appear  red and 

feel cold or numb.  

Superficial Frostbite:  Affected  
areas feel warm and tingly.  

Red skin turns whiter or paler.  

Deep Frostbite:  Skin turns white or  
bluish gray. Affected area will not  

sense cold and may feel painful.  
Joints and muscles may no longer  

function.  

Prevent Hypothermia and Frostbite  

Wear  a hat or  
headband that  

covers  your e ars.  

Wear mittens  
with liners  

instead of gloves.  

Avoid  
alcohol and  

drugs.  

Dress in several  
layers of loose,  
warm clothing.  

Limit your  
time 

outdoors.   

Wear socks and  
liners  that  provide  

insulation and  
move  sweat from  

your skin.  

                                                                                                                              
 

 

 
      

        
 

 
      

    
  

    
 

  
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
  
  

 

  
  
   

 

Who is most at risk for hypothermia and frostbite? 

• People with poor blood circulation 
• People who are not dressed warmly enough 
• Older adults, especially those who do not have 

adequate food, clothing, or heating 

• Babies sleeping in cold rooms 
• People who stay outdoors for long periods of time 
• People using drugs or alcohol 
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Carbon Monoxide Poisoning 
During winter power outages, people are more likely to use gasoline-powered generators, charcoal grills, and 
kerosene and propane heaters or stoves inside without proper ventilation. These items produce carbon monoxide 
(also called CO) and using them inside leads to increased risk of carbon monoxide poisoning.1 Carbon monoxide 
is an odorless, colorless gas that blocks your body from taking in oxygen. Around 430 deaths from 
unintentional carbon monoxide poisonings occur per year in the United States.2 

  For more information on carbon  monoxide  poisoning, refer to  
the MDHHS  MiTracking site,    

 
   

  
          

   
    

 
 
 
 
 
 

  
    

 
       

 
 

   
 

  
 

   
     

 
  

    
     

  

     
    

     
        

 
      

   
 

     
      

 
 

 
 

Carbon Monoxide Poisoning. 

Risk of Falls 
In addition, people are at increased risk of falling during cold weather. Some studies have found that over fifty 
percent of winter storm-related injuries were from slipping or falling on snow or ice.3,4   

Read on to learn about how to keep you and your family safe! 

How Can I Protect Myself? 

Stay Safe Indoors 

Prevent carbon monoxide poisoning: 
 Do install battery-operated or battery back-up carbon monoxide 

detectors near every sleeping area in your home. Check or replace 
the battery each spring and fall. 

 Do have your furnace inspected every year. 
 Do use generators outside, more than 20 feet away from your home, 

doors, and windows. 

 Do not use a generator, charcoal grill, camp stove, or other gasoline or charcoal-burning device 
inside your home, basement, garage, or near a window. 

 Do not use kerosene or propane heaters or stoves inside your home. 
 Do not run a car or truck inside a garage attached to your house, even if you leave the door 

open. 
 Do not heat your house with a gas oven or burn anything in a stove or fireplace that is not 

properly vented. Have your chimney cleaned and inspected regularly. 

Seek medical attention right away if you suspect carbon monoxide poisoning and are 
feeling dizzy, light-headed, or nauseated! Go outside and get fresh air at once. Call 911 
or go to the nearest emergency room as quickly as possible if you suspect carbon 
monoxide poisoning. 
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Stay Safe Indoors  

Make sure babies stay warm: 
• Never let infants sleep in a very cold room. 
• Dress babies in warmer layered clothing like footed 

pajamas, one-piece wearable blankets, or sleep sacks. 
• Do not use loose blankets in the baby’s crib to reduce the 

risks of Sudden Unexpected Infant Death (SUID). 
• If you can’t keep your home warm, make temporary 

arrangements to stay elsewhere. 

Make sure older adults stay warm: 
• Check on elderly friends and neighbors often to make sure their homes are heated properly. 
• If you are over 65 years old, check your home temperature often during cold weather, as you 

may not notice a drop in temperature. Older adults can experience more health problems 
caused by cold exposure. 

More indoor tips: 
• Keep an emergency water supply on hand. 
• Eat well-balanced meals and avoid alcoholic or caffeinated drinks to stay warmer. 
• Insulate your home. You can either install storm windows or cover windows with plastic from 

inside to keep cold air out. 

Stay Safe Outdoors 

Prevent outdoor winter falls from happening: 
• Walk like a penguin (slowly and take short steps)! Keep feet about shoulder-

width apart when walking on icy or snow-covered areas. 
• Shovel and keep ice from forming on driveways, walkways, and sidewalks. 
• Wear slip-resistant shoes with good rubber treads. 
• Carry a cell phone or let someone know you are going outside. If you slip and 

can’t get up, you will have a way to call for help or know someone will look for you. 

More outdoor tips: 
• Dress warmly and stay dry. 
• Know the signs of hypothermia and frostbite. 
• Stay off the ice. 
• Avoid over-exerting yourself in the cold. 

If you have heart disease or high blood pressure: 
• Follow your doctor’s advice about shoveling snow or other hard work in the cold. 
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Stay Safe Outdoors  

If you are traveling: 
• Listen to travel advisories by the National Weather Service. 
• Do not travel in low visibility conditions. 
• Never pour water on your windshield to remove ice or snow. 
• Let someone know your destination and expected arrival time. 
• Carry extra warm clothing and blankets with you. 

If you get stranded: 
• Stay in your car if there is poor visibility. 
• Stay awake. 
• Run motor (and heater) for approximately 10 minutes per hour and open one window slightly to 

let air in. Make sure your tailpipe is not clogged with snow. 
• Do not eat snow. It will lower your body temperature. 

For more information on how  to  stay safe during a winter storm, refer to the Centers  for  Disease 
Control and Prevention’s webpage,  Stay Safe  During & After a Winter  Storm.  
 

Stay Informed 

The National Weather Service (NWS) issues winter weather watches, 
warnings, and advisories. 
A Watch gives advance notice that hazardous winter weather is possible and 
the public should get prepared in case it occurs in their area. An Advisory 
tells the public to expect winter weather events and conditions, and to be 
cautious and ready to act. A Warning alerts the public to expect hazardous 
winter weather, threatening to life and/or property, and everyone should 
take action. Watches, Warnings and Advisories are issued by different 
Weather Forecast Offices (WFO) based on local criteria and personnel decisions. Michigan WFOs 
include: Detroit/Pontiac, Grand Rapids, Gaylord, Marquette, and Northern Indiana. 

Some examples of Winter Weather Advisories and Warnings include: 
• Winter Weather Advisories are issued when snow, blowing snow, freezing rain/drizzle, 

sleet, or a mix of two of these is expected and could make road conditions dangerous. 
• Blizzard Warnings are issued when there is or will be poor visibility in falling and/or 

blowing snow with winds of 35 mph or more for a period of 3 hours or longer. 
• Wind Chill Advisories are issued when a combination of cold air and winds are expected. 

If you go outside, take precautions against hypothermia and frostbite. 
• Wind Chill Warnings are issued when cold air and winds create dangerously low wind chill 

values. These conditions can lead to hypothermia or frostbite if precautions are not taken. 

The NWS Wind Chill Chart can help you to understand how dangerous outside conditions are if you 
know both the wind speed and temperature. 
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https://www.cdc.gov/disasters/winter/duringstorm/indoorsafety.html
https://www.weather.gov/safety/winter-ww
https://www.weather.gov/safety/winter-ww
https://www.weather.gov/dtx/
https://www.weather.gov/grr/
https://www.weather.gov/apx/
https://www.weather.gov/mqt/
https://www.weather.gov/iwx/
https://www.weather.gov/safety/cold-wind-chill-chart


                                                                                                                              
 

 

 

    
 

       
    

 
       

    
 

    
     

 
 
 

  
   

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

    
     
    

 
 

      
   
  

 
      

   
 
 

 
    

Stay Informed  

Get alerts! 
• Sign up for your local Emergency Notification System such as CodeBlue for weather warnings.
• Pay attention to weather reports when it is cold or if a cold emergency is declared.
• Many phone weather apps also provide NWS winter weather alert information.

Explore Michigan data! 
• Visit the MiTracking Program site and select the “Go to the data” button for Michigan

data on carbon monoxide poisonings.
o For CO poisoning data, select the “Health” category and “Carbon Monoxide

Poisoning” content area.
• Visit the Michigan Climate and Health Adaptation Program (MICHAP) to find more about how

extreme cold and other climate effects can impact human health.

Additional Tips for People without Proper Heating 

• Check out MDHHS Heat and Utilities if your heating or electric
service has been or will be shut off.

• Check out MDHHS Energy & Weatherization if you need help
paying for energy and weatherization costs.

• Text/call Michigan 211 or contact your local health department
to locate shelters and other assistance in your area.

For more information on energy assistance, refer to the Michigan Public Service Commission (MPSC) 
Energy Assistance and Shutoff Protection Guide. 

COVID-19 Prevention  

Emergency managers and shelters are taking measures  to reduce the spread of COVID-19. If you have que stions 
about COVID-19 in Michigan , you can call the  COVID -19 H otline at 888-535-6 136 .  

Visit the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC)’s page for how to prepare if you need to use a shelter 
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/php/eh-practitioners/general-population-disaster-shelters.html. 
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https://gcc01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.michigan.gov%2Fmdhhs%2F0%2C5885%2C7-339-71547_5531-18243--%2C00.html&data=04%7C01%7CCapperG%40michigan.gov%7Ceba7a9d6b2114ae109be08d87c446b6d%7Cd5fb7087377742ad966a892ef47225d1%7C0%7C0%7C637395980599594122%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=tbN%2BbgNDgTD5NKgc7ykNowTKVt06Bf%2B8UOaNZATONjA%3D&reserved=0
https://gcc01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.michigan.gov%2Fmdhhs%2F0%2C5885%2C7-339-71547_5531-15420--%2C00.html&data=04%7C01%7CCapperG%40michigan.gov%7Ceba7a9d6b2114ae109be08d87c446b6d%7Cd5fb7087377742ad966a892ef47225d1%7C0%7C0%7C637395980599604074%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=Up2c%2FvctX%2BAXyhwIzwL0lON%2BhA1ZDvdPqJ6yEI2d9Ec%3D&reserved=0
https://www.mi211.org/
https://gcc01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.michigan.gov%2Fdocuments%2Fmpsc%2Fmpsc-ca_homeheatinghelp_276964_7.pdf&data=04%7C01%7CCapperG%40michigan.gov%7Ceba7a9d6b2114ae109be08d87c446b6d%7Cd5fb7087377742ad966a892ef47225d1%7C0%7C0%7C637395980599604074%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=YzN7olluMYiGGloSrPnW3C72t8u2arXf28TQuEcYhAk%3D&reserved=0
https://www.michigan.gov/mdhhs/0,5885,7-339-71548_54783_54784_78428---,00.html
https://www.michigan.gov/mdhhs/0,5885,7-339-71548_54783_54784_55975---,00.html
https://www.michigan.gov/Coronavirus
https://gcc01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.cdc.gov%2Fdisasters%2Fhurricanes%2Fcovid-19%2Fpublic-disaster-shelter-during-covid.html&data=04%7C01%7Ccameronl%40michigan.gov%7C695c2a543d3e423032a908d88d8a0e6c%7Cd5fb7087377742ad966a892ef47225d1%7C0%7C0%7C637414971369709934%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=8P3JIG0UxYQPSXIVLzEnqV%2BDg%2FQVd%2FCOWFcoYdjqe04%3D&reserved=0
https://gcc01.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.cdc.gov%2Fdisasters%2Fhurricanes%2Fcovid-19%2Fpublic-disaster-shelter-during-covid.html&data=04%7C01%7Ccameronl%40michigan.gov%7C695c2a543d3e423032a908d88d8a0e6c%7Cd5fb7087377742ad966a892ef47225d1%7C0%7C0%7C637414971369709934%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C1000&sdata=8P3JIG0UxYQPSXIVLzEnqV%2BDg%2FQVd%2FCOWFcoYdjqe04%3D&reserved=0
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/php/eh-practitioners/general-population-disaster-shelters.html


                                                                                                                              
 

 

  
 

    
    
     
    
   
   
    

 

 
 

   
   

 
    

  
     

 
 

   
    

 
     

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
      

 

 

Other Resources 

• Visit the MDHHS MiTracking’s CO Poisoning Fact Sheet. 
• Visit the MDHHS Housing and Homelessness Services’ Housing and Homelessness. 
• Visit the MDHHS Michigan Prepares’ Winter Weather. 
• Visit the CDC’s Prevent Hypothermia and Frostbite 
• Visit the CDC’s Preparing for a Winter Storm. 
• Visit the CDC’s Guidelines to Prevent CO Poisonings. 
• Visit the CDC’s What You Need to Know When the Power Goes Out Unexpectedly 
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